
Q. Which gang w e r e  you in? 

A. Oh, we was the East-Erd Gang. Well, it wasn't a regular M. It was 

just a bunch of boys associating, playhg g m s  and everything. 

Q, Where did the north end start? 

A. The NortkEnd was generally Ridgely, Devereaux Heights, and they 

w e r e . .  . 
Q, Starting at Rldgely Avenue? 

A. Yes, they called them the Ridgely Gang. And there was the Reservoir 

Park Gang. There wasn't mch of a gang here because It was in between. 

Q. You were between the Worth-Eders" and who was on the other sLde 

of you? 

A. Well, there was the South-E$~3. But the most notorLous that we ever 

knew, that was really bad boys, was the Ridgely and Devereaux Heights. 

They was sixteen-year-old, fifteewyear-old coal miners. Well, I remember 

this Bill Avish-the brother of Joe that  had the leg cut off--why, he 

had two paychecks f'rm Sangamon No. 2 before the truant officers got hlm 

t o  bring him back t o  school. And he resented the fact  because he already 

was making good money Ln the rdne and here he had t o  go back into the 

schoolroam. So he deliberately picked a fight with the teacher; Mrs. 

Kestner, t o  get expelld so he could go back t o  work. Well, whenever 

you was sixteen years old, you was headed for the mine. An3 a11 the boys, 

that was their outlook i n  life, that they got t o  go t o  work. Every kLd 

desires t o  work ard get a paycheck, especially poor families, You 



helped out the family. When I worked in the mine, the only time that . . . 
at payday theyld @ve me the sperdbg money, but a l l  our checks were 

cambined right into the household. That's how this house was saved up 

f o r  and built. My father buflt this house. 

Q. You hadn't told me that. What year was thfs house built? 

ILc 1928. Then my mother died i n  1930, She only lived two years and he 

was hospitalized hmediately after that. 

Q, So it was ccanbined paychecks fl?om you and your brother and father. 

A, And father, sure. Mhe wasn't very mch because I just entered the 

m e  in 1928, I didn't work long at all in the mine, see. But what 

paychecks my brother had, or any cMld, they a l l  went for the family, 

and they got t h e i r  spe- money. But today, why, the Hds keep the 

whole check and don't wen pay b-. A l l  my sister-in-law's children, 

none of than ever had to  pay b o d  o r  anything. They just eat up on the 

family. 

Q. You rean even though they're working full time? 

A, Why,sure. No, my sister-in-law never did charge board for  her children 

u n t i l  they got married. 

Q, Do you t h b k  that 's a good system? 

A. No, I think they all should contribute to the cannon cause, They 

slwuldd~ft exploit a chtld. If he wanted something, well, he worked for 

it, But they shc~uld, I believe; when they get to  keep the whole thing, 

there 1 s a certain selfishness tbt ' s lnstllled i~ a person. They don't 



feel  free t o  share among themselves. 

Q. Do you thMc it 's making the kids of today m r e  selfish? 

A, It would. It makes than more self-centered. They want t o  think of their  

Wvl .dual  car instead of help* an mworldng brother or sister. They 

can Wt for  themselves, but the automobile and everythhg is more 

necessary. Not in every case, but it would, I think, instill a certain 

ammnt of selfishness i f  you're not willing t o  share your paycheck, or 

whatever the case $3, in the family -pot. 

Q. Did you ever resent having t o  put your paycheck in? 

A. It never entered IIQT mind. It never entered my mirxl, If 1 wanted some 

money, I'd ask my father for same spending money. It wasnt t even 

questioned. 

Q. What was the age lMt for  working in the m e ?  

A, The youngest? You had t o  gave a p&t, a working permit at  sixteen. 

But there were people that would l i e  i n  order t o  . . . like this B i l l  Avish. 

He l ied t o  the conparty. I don't know hotv he got by without a p d t ,  

whether It was allowable t o  go down, but he wasn't even sixteen. That's 

ww he had t o  go back t o  school. The truant officers had t o  pul l  him 

out of the coal mine, (1-t er ) 

Q. Did any of your fathers object t o  you going into the mines? Did 

any of then sort of tope that one , . . 
A. A l l  of t h m  had high hopes for  their children. !@ parents wanted 

me to go through hlgh school and maybe t o  college or sanething, But 



after I was i n  high school a couple of years, and I h d  two b i t s  to 

spend and all my pals had dollars to sped ,  then I deliberately quit study- 

ing and e v a y t ~ .  I just  wanted into the mine. That was my b5ggest as- 

pbation, see. Of course, when T was failing, fdllng every grade, why, 

they seen It was a hopeless case, so they allowed me t o  go into the mines. 

They didn't express their disappointment t o  me, but I 1 m  sure they was 

really disappointed in me. But I got my way that way. 

Q. Wasntt It unusual that you went almost through hlgh school? They 

must have had t o  sacrvice t o  keep you in school that  long. 

A, Well, they might have, because it was two bits a day for lunch 

mney and then we got . . . 
Q. Twenty-flve cents for  lunch? 

A. Yes. 

Q, That's about w h a t  it is  today. 

A. Then the bus, we bought bus checks for nirmety cents, r h t y  cents 

a month. But we'd spend the ninety cents ar-d walk t o  school. (laughter) 

Yes, I guess It was a l i t t l e  sacrifice, but i f  you had mre than one 

going to school, you know. But I guess it w a r n %  so bad with one 

at a time go-, see. It wasn't too bad then. 

&, And when YOU W e r e  in high school, your brother was working in  the mhe? 

A. He was In the mlnes already, yes. 

Q. Did your slsters go thcmgh high school? 



A. No, w s is ter  didn't either. She quit and went t o  the shoe factory, 

but she was about forced to because thatrs when my mother died. I believe 

she quit befare my mother died, but just right about at the same time. 

Q. About b w  old would she have been then when she s-ed tit the shoe 

factory? 

A, Well, i t 's hard t o  say, maybe am& seventeen. That's when I started 

i n  the mine. I was seventeen. But most of the kids startd at sixteen, 

ri&t h grade school. A lo t  of them didn't even enter hZgh school. 

Them was one fellow, he was i l l i te ra te  even as a man--Tony Surday.  

Arid he was almost ready for the coal mine and he was sitting with the 

f i r s t  graders i n  school. But he became a sculptor. 

Q, A sculptor? 

A. Oh, yes. H e  m e  the fFrst train of the . . . he got the blueprints 

f h n  the I l l h o i s  Central Railroad, and he rrade out of wood, carved It, 

the name of the traln-it was the biggest train that the I C  ever had- 

it was Twenty-nine Twenty-nine. That was the name of that train. He made 

rocking ems and everything out of sand and baked them in the oven, 

They was always on exhibition in the school. And he made an Abraham Lh- 

colnts tcanb in a five-gallon botEle, piece by piece. It was always a t  

the f a l r p d s  on display. A d  he was just the dumbest kid you ever 

seen, couldn1t even read or wrlte. 1 donlt believe he can today, 

Q. J&ts still alive? 

A. I don't know; I couldn't say, But he went t o  New York or scaneplace. 



He was a regular sculptor. He was Italian; Tony SundaJT was his mm. 

Well, you can see how amazing one person can tm out, He had more 

abi l i ty  than anybcdy that I knew of, All his displays was at the 

fa3rgmunds. T don't know whether he rrade the State Capitol o r  not. 

But, boy, every plece was a scale model. 

Q, So he had other talents than readin@;? 

A. Yes. He was go- t o  enter a u t m b i l e  racing at one the. He 

had a car; he buil t  his awn auto racer and everything, but that f e l l  

throu@lh then. 

Q. A s  a child, this was a mixed ethnic neighborhood. Were there blacks 

In this neighborhood, too? 

A. lh this neighborhood there were, yes. 

Q. Even as a child? E3m when you were a child here? 

A. Yes, there were some a l i t t l e  south of here, because we lived three 

blocks east, at 2121, and there wasn't any of them out there. But 

r&ht across the track here at Nineteenth and Moffat, where B w k e ~  

h b i n t s  9s today, that was a colored baseball park. They had a grandstand, 

bleachers, baseball diamonds. Md for yews the UnSon G i a n t s  was the . . . 
a& they had a real good baseball team, Where the Pillsbuuy Mills now 

s t d a  was another baseball park, Thomas & Clark. I just vaguely 

mesnber that ball park, 

A. Thomas and Clark Baseball Park, It sat where the Pi l lsbwy Mills is 



Qo And the other you said was the Union League? 

4. Union Giants. That was a colored team. See, that's when the coloreds 

dldn't play with the whites or against the whites or anything. They 

played the* own teams. And we used to  go in to  that park all the time. 

It was our playing @;raunds. 

Q, The cihlored park? 

A. Yes, the colored park. And nobody went there; very few whltes ever 

went there. It was just a l l  colored games and colored people. But 

we'd shoot our snipes, cigarette butts. WeTd pick cigarette butts, you 

know. That's about the only way we had to  &ke c i w e t t e s .  We wouldnlt 

Smoke the P&edmnts because Piedmonts was a colored man's c l p e t t e ,  but 

we'd smoke all the rest  of them. All the d a m  people that went there was 

colored, (laughter) We'd pick than up under the grandstand. And also, 

on a raby day, these trains would deliver miners t o  the mines. They 

had miner coaches. They had the pot-bellied stoves, the* coal stoves, 

i n  the coaches for heat In the wintertime. And a t  six ofclock in the 

momdng, a l l  the miners would get on this traln-It was a train, mybe 

ftve or slx c o a c h e s - 4  go way out to  Peabody No. 6, deliver these men 

to the coal company mines because there was no other means of transportation. 

Well, when they'd bring the miner coaches back fbm delivering the 

miners, all the minerst snipes were a l l  wer the floors, and weld get 

i n  these miner coaches and get our nmkes. (laughter) 

Q. FJould you put them together or just smoke the l i t t l e  . . . 
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A. We'd just smoke the butt. Why, sure. So we woUdntt have t o  put 

our Zips on the l t p  end, we'd put the Mre end in  o w  mouth ard light 

the other erd. We'd turn it backwards. Tailor mades was all right, 

but sane of these miners m k e d  these Miners and Puddlers and Tip TOP. 

A, Yea. 

Qo W a s  that the name of the cigarette? 

A, Thht was the name of the can. You bought the tobacco i n  a big p o d  

can like a big coffee can. TZp Top and Phers and Fuddkrs. It was 

a pipe tobacco, and the men that m k e d  the pipes would just put that 

tobacco in the pipes. But you could buy cigarette pagers, and the 

miners would ro l l  the* cigarettes with this same type of tobacco. 3% 

was so strong, iit would mke  your eyeballs pop out. (laughter) Weld 

inhale them down to our toes, (laughber) 

Q. b g h B e r )  No wonder you all got black lung. You had it when you 

were l i t t l e ,  

&. So which was your favorite Hrd? 

Q. Oh, the tailor mades. They came already made? 

A. Already made, m e ,  Sane of them was Clowns, 111~s~ they had the 

Chesterfields a d  Camels and the LuclqmStrikes, Fatlma. 



LaYry Mantowich 

Qo Did the -1s do any smoking? 

Ao NO, no, NO @.~l WET smoked, I$ it was one that ever smoked, it 

was of a necessity, a prostitute, 1 rmmber when my mother got her 

ha;fr cut, it broke my heart. She got her hap bobbed. Tt broke my 

heart; because 1 thought she turned prostitute. (hghter)  

Q, How had she worn her hair before that? In a coi l  on the top of 

her head? 

A. Oh, yes, She even bad a big can of what did they call them, falls 

ar what? She had l i t t l e  thLngs that looked like lddneys, in the shape of 

a kidney. She had all ldnds of h a i ~  in these cans. 

Q, They called them rats, I think. 

A, Rats, yes. And then w h a t  used to make me shdder, she'd put all 

her halr up here ard put the hat on; then she'd take this big pln ard 

run it right through her head. (Iaughker) I'd shudder every time she'd 

st ick that pin right straight through her head. 

Q, (Laughter) About what  year was it she cut her hair? Have you any 

fdea of how old you were? 

A. Well, it was before we w e d  here, so maybe two or t&ee years before 

we moved here, in 1928, mybe 1925 or  1926, something like that. 

Q o  But you were old enough to know what a prostitute was? 

A. Well, yes, I guess. Oh, yes, every boy knew, because u p t m  on 

Madison Street, all along there, there was a whole red light dis t r ic t .  



Even as we grew into blgger boys, X don't h o w  what they used, but the 

fellown say they'd [pmstituQes] knock the quarter on the -ow, t o  r a t t l e  

the window t o  ca l l  our attention as we passed by the street.  The ladies 

was r a p p a  on the wi&ows t o  ca l l  us in. 

Q, Oh, wen when you weye kids? 

A. Well, yes, when we were  younger men. But we hew even when we was 

younger kids what it was, by word of mouth, see. That a l l  passed 

th ragh  like profanity. Every Md lmew a l l  the profane words and so they 

knew the other facts of l ife,  too. 

Q. So the prostitutes had short hair and smoked. c i m e t t e s .  

A. Oh, yes. And my parents never taught me the facts of l i f e  because 

that  was learned i n  the street .  In fact, we l m e d  the facts of l i fe  

way before our parents would dare tell us. We already knew It. 

Q. You'd been mound. 

Q, How many houses were there down Madison Street? Was it more than 

just Madison? 

A. Well, Jefferson Street was a prime street, even rwt snack across 
f'mn the Sangamon County Jail. The fellow that ran that house, he was a 

prof esslonal b o w .  

Q. What was his name, or can you ranember even? 

Q. 1 did know hls m e  because it was well spoken of in Springfield as 
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a professional bondsman. He'd get every crlmlnal out and then put the 

interest  hooks on him, T canvt t h h k  of his name now. But anyway, -all 

In that  area f!mm Jefferson all the way to  maybe Tenth or Eleventh Street; 

it was just one side of the street ,  the south side of the street. Most 

a l l  of' them was res5dent type of houses, Sane of them was buildings with 

upstairs, There was one there they called the Bluebird, It was l a t e r  

an dwhg the bootle- t*, dur ing the time that they had the gangsters 

Idllhg each other. Ard In the Bluebirdv s theatre . , . 
Q, Theatre? 

A. I man Bluebird , . . I don't know; I've never been 3n there, but it 

was a saloon, I guess, because you could hear the piano music and every- 

thing inside as you'd pass by. And it was d w h g  a dance-dwlng A1 

Caponets time and everythhg-two brothers, the Aelio brothers, was in 

there. The gingsters cane i n  there and Mild then both with shotguns 

Fn that Bluebhd restaurant. Yes, it was a restaurant, I guess, 

With ro- upstairs? 

A, Yes, roans upstairs, sure, definitely. 

Q. Was this just solid, one house after another? 

A. Mo~tly, because , , , 

Q. What would you put in between? (laughter) 

A. That vs what I say. Nobody dared l ive  in between. (laughter) You 

m l d  be t a b t e d  no matter how good of a person you were, Then along 

Madison, there was shacks of a l l  klnds, but they was mostly all  black, 



There was black dmdmds and prostitutes, just a melting spot. Well, 

we used t o  go t o  high school through that Us t r i c t .  Them was one 

t*, caning fmn high school, where a guy had shot another man's 

daughter with a shotgun, shot her i n  the legs. We was passing by; 

we seen the ambulance carry* her out. And it was just a regular 

old cutthroat neighborhood. There was prostitutes and gambling, I 

guess, and everythlmg there. 

Q And everyone knew about it, I take? 

A. The whole city, a l l  the poUce and everybody knew. It was just 

wide open. 

Q. When did they finally start cleanFng that up? 

A. Well, it was a padual thing. Maybe they'd tear  one house down 

that was getting dilapfdated. One of the pret t iest  s treets  i n  S p r w -  

f ie ld  was East Jefferson Street. Had the park l ights and everything. And 

the b i g  houses, it was in the early . . . businessmen, you know, they 

had big  structures. Well, l a t e r  on when them people moved west into the 

more af'fluent society, they rented these places out and ditdn't fix them 

up, just collected the rent and l e t  theso deteriorate unt i l  the whole area 

became b l m t e d ,  And this other area that I was te l l ing you about was 

already blighted, so that bU&t just continued t o  @;row, And this bltght 

of today, the whole east end of town, that's what the housing develop- 

mnt's all about now. That blight just grew. 

Q, So you think most of these hones were owned by the so-called nicer 

element of Springfield? 



A. The banks and the blgger, s u c c e s s ~ l  business people of Sprhgfield, 

sure. 

Q. Were they i n  on the take, you think, on the prostitution and the 

garrbllng? You think they just rented them out? 

A, I don't lanow; I dmlt tblnk so. I don't believe it w a s  a centrd- 

owned thing. Most of them, I think, were be-lance.  Sane of the ones 

in the bul ldhgs  could have been. Sam of the madams was maybe bigger 

shot, but the mall  houses was individual, just U e  this house or 

that house next door. Everybody was in business for themselves, I 

suppose, unless they had a good f'riend who wanted t o  conre along and 

enter business with them, you know. (laughter) 

Q. Would you kids walk down there and . . . 
A. That was our way t o  town; our shortcuts w e r e  a11 through the town, 

sure. 

Q. Normal route. So you passed through both the shacks area and the 

prostitution area every day? 

A. Oh, yes. And we've never been harmed in any respect, you know. 

We'd cut through the Palrner schoolyard, and fk.can P a h r  School, all 

south and west of that was a l l  mostly colored and blighted neighborhoods. 

I remember one t h e  we were going t o  a miners' meeting, me and me 

ZZons. And we passed through this neigt&orhod and this one old 

grandma came out. She was ancient; well, t o  us she looked 105 and she was 

decrepit, She asked us for  a cigarette. We had W l l l  Durham. I says, 



'We l l ,  all we got is Bull Durhammn vlThat ' s a l l  right she says, 

ttthatts all right. 1'11 ro l l  it." So I handed her the sack of Eull 

Durham. She was rolling it up, you know, and looked up thmm her 

old, wrinkled-up eyes and she says, "You boys want t o  go to  bed?" "No, 

grandma, no." She says, 'tCame on. This is giveaway night .I1 I says, 

"No, noOtt We kept on going. And the way the story went, any time a guy 

had a fish or a carp or anything, he could exchange thkt carp any time. 

Any kind of f ish  or any vegetables or anythhg Uke that; it didn't have 

to  be money through the mre blighted areas. Wlt when you got on 

tow& town, why, then they wanted money* O f  course, we don't know the 

exact intricacies of it unless we would have experienced it ourselves, 

but we ridiculed those things litke that, We laughed. 

Q. Well, they were probably s t m l n g ,  too. 

A. That's right, that's right. It was a social ill. It wasn't that the 

people were rotten. They was rotten hungry, I guess. And we paid 

no attention because everybody was poor. We didn't feel  poor because 

you could look on the railmad at aqy tlm of the day, you'd see an old 

lady with a babushka on, plckhg coal. They'd pick up all the coal 

that fell  off the cars. Sane ladies got ldlled on the railroad. I 

remarher my mother telling about an old lady here. They had these 

autamatic switch closers, and when that switch would close on the old 

ladyr s leg or something, why, she was gone. It was Mrs. Kasavitch. 

Her l i t t l e  boy went out pic- coal one morning, a d  the train cut 

him in half. When the mther and sfs tws  went there, he asked for 

some soda pop. When they gave him a bottle of soda, it just run out 

the bottm, right t h r o m  the trunk. The kid died after he got in  the 



hospital, Just for plck2ng coal. And a l l  the coal miners1 wives all 

along the track pickhg coal, mlners down there d i g h g  it, b u m h g  wood. 

Yes, things was pretty bad then. 

Q, W a s  this before the Depression? 

A. Oh, way before the Depression, yes. The Depression was later on. 

I was involved i n  the Depression, worked on WPA. That was 1929, 1930, 

1931 

Qo You're saying then, though, the conditions were as bad, if not 

worse, for s m  of the people before the Depression than they were 

durbg the Depression? 

A. Sure. And I r a m b e r  . . . I know now; I didn't realize then what 

undemo.L@slgnent looks like or maybe rickets because you could t e l l  

that. , . . There was one f d l y  that lived over here on Eighteenth 

Street, OtNeils, All thelr eyes were . . . I believe you cal l  it 

,granulation f'rm undernourishment. It looked like your eyes was sore. 

And that's just fkr=an undernOurishmnt. The poor kids was always 

hungry. I don% know what their  parents did or whatever it is, but I 

how they was exbmmely poor. They didn't have the food that we had 

a t  hame. We were poor-we didn't &alize it-but we always had plenty of 

food on the table, we was well-nourished, and we had clothing. But 

than poor klds didn't, and there was so many of than, 

Q. Y o u  nevep went hungry? 

A. No, no. The only tjme that we never had ~ t h i n g  t o  eat, me and 

sister, was after my parents was gone. The mine closed down, and we 






















































































































